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Collective Impact: A Definition

“A disciplined, cross-sector 
approach to solving complex 
social and environmental issues 
on a large scale.”

- FSG: Social Impact Consultants
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Preconditions for Collective Impact

• Influential Champion(s) 

• Urgency of issue 

• Adequate Resources 
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All participants have a shared vision for change including a common understanding 

of the problem and a joint approach to solving it through agreed upon actions

Collecting data and measuring results consistently across all participants 

ensures efforts remain aligned and participants hold each other accountable

Participant activities must be differentiated while still being coordinated through a 

mutually reinforcing plan of action

Consistent and open communication is needed across the many players to build 

trust, assure mutual objectives, and appreciate common motivation

Creating and managing collective impact requires a dedicated staff and a specific 

set of skills to serve as the backbone for the entire initiative and coordinate 

participating organizations and agencies

Source: FSG
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The Five Conditions of Collective Impact

Exploring * Alignment * Tracking Progress  * Results

Diverse Voices  * Responsive   *  Community Aspiration 

Weaving  * System  * Supportive  * Centered

Trust * Transparency * Ongoing * Engagement

Facilitate   *   Convener * Coordinate * Movement
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Collaboration & Complexity

Some Grounding Ideas



www.tamarackcommunity.ca

Simple

Making Soup

Right “recipe” essential

Gives same results every 
time

Complicated

Sending a Rocket 
to the Moon

“Formulae” needed

Experience built over time 
and can be repeated with 

success

Complex

Raising a Child

No “right” recipes or 
protocols Outside factors 

influence Experience helps, 
but doesn’t guarantees 

success

What Type of Problem Is It?

Source: Brenda Zimmerman, Director of Health Industry Management Program, Schulich School of Business

KNOWN                        KNOWABLE       UNKNOWABLE
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Working with Complexity

• No one sector, working alone can 
effectively address complex issues

• Complexity is best addressed with a 
multi-sector approach 

• “Context experts” are as necessary as 
“content experts” in generating 
effective solutions to complex issues.
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Characteristics of Complex Problems 

Simple Rules give order
to complexity.

• Complex problems are difficult to frame

• The cause and effect relationships are 
unclear

• There are diverse stakeholders 

• Each experience of is unique 

• The characteristics & dynamics of the issue 
evolves 

• There is no obvious right or wrong set of 
solutions 

• There is no objective measure of success 
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Complexity: Implications for Strategy Making 

• Plan then act

• Explicit plans

• Strategy formulation followed 
by implementation

• Eliminate contradictions

• Look for agreement

• Limit type of action

• Specify paths/policies

• Management by exception

• Act & Learn at the same time

• Consider explicit plans & tacit 
knowledge

• Strategy formation

• Work with paradoxes

• Generative relationships

• Multiple actions

• Minimum Specs/Simple Rules

• Build on what grows

Simple/Complicated Complex



Types of Problems, Degrees of Change, Thinking Implications



www.tamarackcommunity.ca

Programmatic Versus Systems Change

• Programmatic 
interventions help people 
beat the odds

• Systemic interventions 
seek to change the odds 

Karen J. Pittman
Co-Founder, President & CEO of 
the Forum for Youth Investment
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RESOURCING COLLECTIVE IMPACT: OTF LESSONS

OTF: WHO WE ARE 
o Our Mission: To build healthy and vibrant communities 

throughout Ontario 

o How? We strengthen the capacity of the voluntary 

sector, through investments in community-

based initiatives.

o Our Impact:

• We invest in some 1,000 organizations every year

• We are one of Canada’s largest granting foundation – with a 

budget of over $136 million each year

• Over the next decade we will invest $1billion in Ontario
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OTF INVESTMENT STREAMS

RESOURCING COLLECTIVE IMPACT: OTF LESSONS
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OTF COLLECTIVE IMPACT MODEL

RESOURCING COLLECTIVE IMPACT: OTF LESSONS
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Collective Impact as a Disruptive Innovation
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Disruptive Thinking: An Example

Video Renting Norms

Select rental in store

Term rental per video

Per rental fee and late fees

Fulfilment based on what
is in stock.

I am a customer

Store Hours

Disruptive Video Renting Norms

Order online

Unlimited access to every video

Monthly Subscription, no late fees

All videos offered are never out of 
stock.

I am a member

Open 24/7/365



www.tamarackcommunity.ca

Six Additions in Collective Impact 3.0
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OTF: What We Are Seeing? 
o Organizations representing “the community” but few people with 

“lived experience” at these tables 

o Usual suspects engaging in collaboration, but not co-creating 

disruptive/transformational change 

o The need to build capacity across communities re:

o Authentic Community Engagement

o Community Innovation with people at the centre – Human 

Centred Design

RESOURCING COLLECTIVE IMPACT: OTF LESSONS
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Authentic community 
engagement is the intentional 

process of co-creating 
solutions in partnership with 

people who know best, 
through their own experiences, 

the barriers to opportunity.

Source:  Voices for Racial Justice

Authentic Community Engagement

A Definition
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Authentic Community Engagement

Recognize Different Kinds of Expertise

• Content Experts are professionals, staff in your 
organization, service providers, and leaders with 
formal power who have knowledge, tools, and 
resources to address the issue. 

• Context Experts are residents with lived experience, 
including children and youth. They are the people who 

experientially know about the issue.
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Community Innovation: A Definition 

• Innovation is “something distinct from and more 
ambitious & uncertain than continuous 
improvement.” 

• Community Innovation is a form of social 
innovation that is place-based.

• It is “a destination – and resolution of a complex 
social and/or environmental challenge”

• It is also a “journey – devising new approaches 
that engage multiple stakeholders to leverage 
their competencies and creativity to create new 
solutions”

“Human ingenuity and creativity in the 
face of adversity is what defines us as a 
species.  It’s something we can count on, 
not a speciality reserved for a few.”

- Al Etmanski
Six Patterns to Spread Your Social Innovation 
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3 Types of Innovators
Disruptive Innovators

• “Passionate amateurs” who are motivated by necessity and inspired by love.

• They challenge the current way of doing things

• Can be perceived as “a threat” to the system

Bridging Innovators

• They are critical intermediaries between disruptive innovators to organizations and 
institutions 

• They are astute at spotting promising ideas

• They use their relationships to lend credibility to the disruptive innovator and 
translate his/her ideas to the system

Receptive Innovators

• Innovators within organizations 

• They are able to translate promising ideas into reality within existing systems

• They use their insider knowledge of key levers to advance promising innovations 
within the system 
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Building Innovation Capacity
• 80% of non-profit leaders aspire to innovate

• 40% say their organization is well set up to 
innovate

• 50% of non-profit leaders report experiencing 
“destabilizing regulatory shocks & policy shifts 
while confronting growing sector-wide 
competition for funding, talent and influence

• 6 elements to build innovation capacity:
1. Catalytic Leadership
2. Curious Culture
3. Diverse teams
4. Idea Pathways 
5. Porous Boundaries
6. Ready Resources 

Source: Rockefeller Foundation 
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9 Skills of Transformational Innovators 

1. Facilitating Knowledge Building & Utilization

2. Vision Building

3. Developing Social Networks

4. Building Trust, Legitimacy & Social Capital

5. Facilitating the Development of Innovations

6. Mobilizing for Change 

7. Recognizing Windows of Opportunity

8. Identifying Opportunities for “Small Wins”

9. Facilitating Conflict ResolutionSource: Dr. Frances Westley
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4 Issues in Funding Innovation
1. Funding Too Late in the Cycle – Emphasizing program 

outputs, expected results & indicators rather than iteration 
milestones (e.g. the number and quality of shifts in strategy, 
partnerships & approach) 

2. A Bias Towards Service Innovation – Short timeframes and 
a focus on named deliverables bias against transformational 
or disruptive innovation

3. Recipients & Funders are Distinct – In the NFP sector, the 
“end-user” and the “paying customer” are most often two 
distinct groups each with specific needs 

4. Investments Needed in Innovations & Innovation 
Infrastructure – The majority of funding goes to direct 
service with little being invested in research, network-
building or new product design

Source: Develop & Deliver: The Case 
for Social R&D Infrastructure 
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Scaling Promising Innovations

• Scaling Up – Emphasizes “changing the 
rules of the game” to create  a more 
enabling environment for the innovation 
to thrive.

• Scaling Out – Emphasizes replicating a 
successful initiative in different 
jurisdictions to affect more people or 
communities.

• Scaling Deep – Emphasizes changing 
beliefs – people’s hearts and minds – and 
shifting culture to establish durable 
change.  
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• Comments?

• Questions? 
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Upcoming Tamarack Learning Events

Learn more & register:
http://tamarackcommunity.ca/events.html

Evaluation Masterclass:

Principles-Focused Evaluation 

for Community Changemakers

Toronto, ON | March 12

Regina, SK | March 14

Calgary, AB | March 15

Vancouver, BC | March 16

http://tamarackcommunity.ca/events.html


Tamarack Learning Opportunities

www.tamarackcommunity.ca
Learn together through:

• Monthly tele-learning Seminars
• Communities of Practice
• Engage! a monthly, online journal
• Face-to-Face Learning Events
• Online Learning Communities
• Communities of Practice 

http://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/

